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Roberts: Joseph E. Brown and Florida's New South Economy

JOSEPH E. BROWN AND FLORIDA’S NEW
SOUTH ECONOMY
b y D E R R E L L C. R O B E R T S
T he present day economy of Florida is rooted in the postCivil War New South era of American history. The first wealth
acquired in the tourist trade and citrus production came to
Florida in this period. Governor Joseph E. Brown of Georgia,
along with many other Americans North and South, was amassing
at this time a sizeable personal fortune in various enterprises
that ranged from agriculture and real estate to railroads, banking,
and mineral enterprises. On several occasions, he visited Florida,
always keenly observing the economy of the state. Governor Brown’s
political career was spread over the years from the 1840s to 1890.
He served as state senator in the Georgia General Assembly, as
superior court judge, governor of Georgia from 1857 to 1865,
chief justice of the Georgia Supreme Court, and finally as United
States Senator in 1880.
Although Florida was known before the Civil War as something of a tourist state and a place for invalids to recuperate, the
federal armies of occupation helped advertise the state’s temperate
climate and natural beauties. By 1874 the estimates of the numbers of tourists visiting Florida ranged from some 25,000 in the
Jacksonville-Fernandina area to approximately 50,000 at Silver
Springs. A South Carolinian estimated that 33,000 people came
to Florida in 1875, spending $3,000,000 in hotel accommodations, food, and recreation. 1
Governor Brown made a trip to Florida in April 1876, and
he was so impressed with what he saw that he decided to set
forth his enthusiastic comments in a letter to the editor of the
1. E. Merton Coulter, The South During Reconstruction (Baton Rouge,
1947), 207, quoting the Greenville, S.C. Enterprise and Mountaineer,
April 7, 1875. T. Frederick Davis gives the following estimates of
winter visitors to Jacksonville: 1882-83 - 39,810; 1883-84 - 48,869;
1884-85 - 60,011; 1885-86 - 65,193; and 1886-87 - 58,460. Davis,
History of Jacksonville and Vicinity, 1513 to 1924 (St. Augustine,
1925), 491. See also facsimile edition with introduction by Richard
A. Martin (Gainesville, 1964), and Richard A. Martin, Eternal
Spring: Man’s 10,000 Years of History at Florida’s Silver Springs (St.
Petersburg, 1966).
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Atlanta Constitution. The letter appeared on April 27, 1876.
“In twenty-four hours after leaving Atlanta,” he wrote, “we
arrived in Jacksonville, the principal city of Florida, very handsomely located on the St. Johns River which is a thrifty enterprising little city, showing quite an activity in business and a
good deal of general improvement. Its people are very hospitable and kind, and its hotel accommodations very good and very
ample.” “This is the general meeting point of visitors to Florida,”
Brown observed, “and I think the city has a very interesting
future.” 2 From Jacksonville, the party moved by boat along the
St. Johns first to Palatka and then on to Mellonville. The latter
part of the trip was on a boat owned by the Brock Line. 3 Brown
described the company as “particularly accommodating, and its
boats very comfortable indeed; no line upon the river is more
popular.” 4
Brown was particularly interested in the citrus groves of the
Indian River area: “The oranges of Indian river are superior to
any that comes to the market for size and sweetness. We were
struck with this fact in Jacksonville when we went out to buy
some oranges to send home to our friends, and found the occupant
of every shop we entered, representing his oranges as Indian
river oranges, though they might have been grown in the suburbs
5
The governor observed that Florida’s citrus
of Jacksonville.”
industry could “be made very profitable, on account of the fact
that it is very nearly below the frost line, and the soil and
climate are peculiarly adapted to it.”
The governor and his party visited “a number of fine orange
groves along the banks of the river. The most celebrated is what
is known as the Dummitt grove, at the head of the river, and
near Musquito Lagoon, which was planted by a brother-in-law
of the late General Hardee. . . . Another grove of peculiar beauty
is the grove owned by Colonel Spratt, formerly of Alabama.
2 . Atlanta Constitution, April 27, 1876. In 1880 there were about forty
hotels in Jacksonville. Alfred J. Hanna and James B. Cabell, The St.
Johns, A Parade of Diversities (New York, 1943), 245.
3. For more details of this and other enterprises of Captain Jacob Brock,
see Hanna and Cabell, St. Johns, 266.
4 . Atlanta Constitution, April 27, 1876.
5. Ibid. Brown’s interest in the citrus industry probably stemmed from
his early life as a North Georgia farmer, his continued interest in
agriculture, and his pre-occupation with his farm interests in Georgia
and Texas.
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The colonel is an old time gentleman after the Virginia order, a
man of fine sense and intelligence, and of very high toned and
honorable bearing. Being broken up by the war, and having lost
his wife, he went to Indian river, seven or eight years ago, purchased a piece of land on the river, and has, by his own laborcommencing when he was over sixty five years of age-cleared
off the ground and has planted some eight or nine hundred trees.
The earliest planting are now in a fine state of bearing, and
were loaded when we were there with luscious fruit. He has left
the cabbage palmetto trees and some others of the larger growth
on the ground, and had left a strip of timber between his ground
and the river. It is, therefore, surrounded by timber on every side
which keeps off the cool winds, when there are any, and protects the grove. The beauty of the green leaf of the tree, commingled with the yellow fruit, twining among the cabbage trees
makes a very picturesque and beautiful scenery. Upon the whole
it is probably the most beautiful grove of its size in Florida.” 6
Another interest captured Brown’s attention during his Florida
tour. As president of the leasing company that operated Georgia’s
state-owned Western and Atlantic Railroad (Atlanta to Chattanooga), and as a substantial investor in other lines including
the Texas and Pacific, he noted the lack of rail lines in Florida,
particularly in the citrus producing areas. He saw the need of “a
narrow gauge railroad from Enterprise on Lake Munroe-the
highest point to which the larger boats requiring deep water can
run-to Land Point on Indian river about forty miles.” “The country,” he felt, was “favorable for construction of a railroad, there
being very little grading and an abundance of pine along the line
for cross-ties, making the construction of the road a very cheap one.
A three foot gauge of road with a 25 or 30 lb. rail, could be built
there for five or six thousand dollars a mile, which would do all
the business necessary between Indian river and the deep water of
the St. Johns, and would in a few years be made an excellent
paying stock. If this were done and a short canal cut, less than a
mile in length-connecting the north end of Indian river with
Musquito Lagoon - which could be done for a few thousand
dollars, so that boats loaded with the production from along the
river intended for northern markets, could pass out through
Musquito Lagoon to the Atlantic, and the narrow gauge road was
6. Ibid.
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built to St. Johns for the benefit of inland travel and freight.”
With these advantages, the Indian River, Brown predicted, would
become “a sort of earthly paradise in winter, and its banks from
one end to the other would soon be dotted with the homes of a
thrifty, prosperous and happy people.” 7
Brown was not altogether complimentary to Florida in his
letter to the Constitution, and he said that he “felt compelled”
to point out some disadvantages of living in the state in general
and the Indian River area in particular: “In summer the mosquitoes and sometimes, though rarely, the sand flies are troublesome; and the hot season is a little too long for comfort,
while fever and ague, when you get back into the rich lands
some distance from the river, would render it unpleasant. Immediately along the banks of the river there is probably no difficulty about health.” But even with these vexations, the governor decided that “upon the whole it is very easy to make a living
in the Indian river country with but little labor, and while the
orange groves will not turn out to their owners to be the large
fortunes that many calculate upon, a grove properly managed is
a handsome piece of property, and will afford a good support.
But the chief excellence of this section after all is its mild, genial
winter climate.” 8 With all of his enthusiasm for Florida, there
is no evidence that Brown invested money in either citrus or
any other enterprise in North or Central Florida. He did buy
some property on the Gulf coast in the area of Carrabelle, however, and while he spent very little time there, it became a favorite
spot for his oldest son, Julius Brown.
Governor Brown was also very familiar with contemporary
politics in Florida. During the election controversy of 1876,
when Florida’s electoral vote became a matter of vital importance
to both the Democratic and Republican parties, he was sent to
Florida as a “visiting statesman” by the Democratic Executive
Committee. Commenting on this political activity, Brown noted in
a letter to a friend that he felt “the consciousness of having done
at my own expense all that it was in my power to do there to
protect the right and avert a calamity.” 9
7. Ibid.
8. Ibid.
9. Brown to L. N. Trammell, December 12, 1876, Trammell Collection,
Emory University Library, Atlanta, Georgia. See also, Derrell Roberts, “Joseph E. Brown and the Florida Election of 1876,” Florida
Historical Quarterly, XL (January 1962), 217-25.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol46/iss1/9

4

Roberts: Joseph E. Brown and Florida's New South Economy
F LORIDA ' S N EW S OUTH E CONOMY

57

Joseph E. Brown was a shrewd business man, and he knew
the economic potential of Florida. He kept abreast of what was
happening in the state, as was evidenced in 1884 in an interview with a reporter from the Louisville (Kentucky) CourierJournal. Predicting that “the orange business will astonish you
in a few years,” he pointed out that “this is the first season [1884]
that oranges in any considerable quantity by the car-load have
been shipped directly West over the lines of railroad.” He also
noted that “the General Freight Agent of the Western and
Atlantic who was here [Washington, D.C.] the other day, informed me that he was now carrying from five to ten car-loads a
day of Florida oranges over the road West.” 10
In view of his knowledge of Florida and his enthusiasm for
the state one might wonder why the governor did not become
more involved in the economic and political life of the state.
Probably it was because he was more concerned with expanding
his own political career in Georgia. At the same time, he was
building a fortune in real estate and railroads in Georgia,
Texas, and in other areas of the country. There was just not
enough time, energy, or capital to expand into the “Sunshine
State” also.

10. Louisville (Kentucky) Courier-Journal, January 14, 1884. Clipping
in the Joseph Emerson Brown Scrapbooks, University of Georgia
library, Athens, Georgia.
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